Background: Background: Students at a continuation high school (CHS) attended an occupational therapy program to acquire life skills in preparation for their transition from secondary education. Most of the students who participated in the OT program planned to pursue a postsecondary education (PSE), but the CHS students encountered many barriers in negotiating the requirements of PSE. Discernment of these barriers encountered by the CHS students may enable the occupational therapy practitioners to better prepare the students for PSE.
Part of the American dream is achieving success by completing a college education (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004) . Additional education after high school yields higher earning power, and a college education is considered a social marker of lifetime opportunity (Breton, 2013; Kena et al., 2015) . Postsecondary education (PSE) is increasingly regarded as the primary path for transition after high school, and preparing for PSE is often the main focus of high school students (Ingels, Glennie, Lauff, & Wirt, 2012) .
Academic preparedness (Ou & Reynolds, 2008; Venezia & Jaeger, 2013; Wintre & Bowers, 2007 ) and a realistic PSE plan (Schneider & Stevenson, 1999) contribute to students' successful enrollment in PSE. The path of a successful PSE requires that students gain access to an institution of higher education, negotiate the process of PSE, and complete curriculum that supports their career objectives (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; Schneider & Stevenson, 1999; Venezia & Jaeger, 2013) .
High school students preparing for PSE require effective academic skills, such as "study skills, self-management, time management, library skills, note-taking, and test taking skills" (Gajar, 1998, p. 389) . The skill of self-management deserves particular attention. The ability to selfdiscipline, a self-management skill, has been found to be an important predictor of both successful academic performance and continued attendance at a PSE institution (Robbins, Allen, Casillas, Peterson, & Le, 2006) . Self-discipline in the context of PSE includes academic engagement and participation. These behaviors require adherence to academic rules, such as arriving to class on time and completing assignments (Finn & Rock, 1997) ; putting forth effort in academic activities (Robbins et al., 2006) ; regulating learning to master academic subjects (Caprara et al., 2008) ; and applying self-monitoring strategies (Perry, Hladkyj, Pekrun, & Pelletier, 2001 ).
To secure a successful educational path, students need the skills to explore occupational opportunities, assess individual interests and skills, set realistic educational goals, and make action-oriented plans to pursue PSE (Schneider & Stevenson, 1999) . Students who successfully develop a PSE path are thought to acquire the necessary skills from their families and the schools (Taylor, Doane, & Eisenberg, 2014; Venezia & Jaeger, 2013) .
Transitioning from high school to PSE may be particularly challenging for continuation high school (CHS) students. A CHS provides assistance to students at risk of academic failure by reconnecting them to education (Smith & Thomson, 2014; Sussman, Rohrbach, Skara, & Dent, 2004; Velasco et al., 2008) . Since 1919, CHSs have been offering a high school diploma to California students who are aged 16 years and older, have not graduated from high school, are not exempt from compulsory school attendance, and are deemed at risk of not completing their schooling (California Department of Education, 2015) . Originally designed to provide a flexible schedule for working students, CHSs now primarily serve as an important drop out prevention strategy and assist students who are deficient in the academic credits required for their grade levels (Velasco et al., 2008 (Velasco et al., 2008) . Students enrolled in CHSs are more likely to be racial and ethnic minorities who are of a lower socioeconomic status. They also are more likely to speak English as a second language, engage in documented risk behaviors (e.g., substance abuse, violence, and truancy), live in foster care or with someone other than a parent, and have moved multiple times from school to school (Elder, 1969; Sussman et al., 2004; Velasco et al., 2008) . Family and school resources that support the formation of a realistic PSE plan for students in regular high schools may be absent in the lives of CHS students.
Occupational therapy (OT) supports students with special needs to participate successfully in secondary education and prepare for transitioning to postsecondary activities and adulthood (Copley, Turpin, Gordon, & McLaren, 2011; Gangl, Strecker Neufeld, & Berg, 2011; Juan & Swinth, 2010; Marczuk, Taff, & Berg, 2014; Passmore, 2004; Paul-Ward, 2009; Spencer, Emery, & Schneck, 2003) . Whether working with students with disabilities, or who are in foster care, are refugees, or have experienced a disconnection from school, occupational therapists play a unique role in recognizing and addressing barriers that impede the students' full participation in meaningful occupations, such as pursuing PSE.
The occupational therapists who serve students in a CHS through the Occupational Therapy Training Program (OTTP), a community-based organization, are particularly aware of the students' overwhelming desire to pursue PSE. This study explored the perceptions and experiences of CHS students through one-on-one interviews with CHS senior students planning a PSE and CHS graduates enrolled in a PSE institution. Although exploratory, the study sought to understand how and if the interviewed CHS students had acquired the needed skills to pursue PSE: developing a realistic educational plan and academic preparedness. This study is intended to inform OT practitioners who assist CHS students transitioning from secondary education to PSE.
Method
This study is part of a research project focused on understanding the role of the OTTP, a grand-funded community-based service provider to students at a CHS in San Francisco. This portion of the study addresses the knowledge and beliefs of the CHS students transitioning to PSE.
A qualitative research method of face-to-face interviews was used following approval by the appropriate Institutional Review Board (IRB).
The interview data explored the perceptions of the CHS students.
Setting
The study was conducted at a CHS in the San Francisco Unified School District. Average enrollment in the CHS was 245 students with approximately 45 senior students. The CHS curriculum follows traditional course work emphasizing mathematics, science, and languages with the objective of high school graduation.
Keeping students in school is a continuing goal, and attendance is required for students to earn school credits. The educational team consisted of the principal, school counselors, and teachers (who also assume the role of student counselors).
In addition, a number of community-based organizations, including the OTTP, provide services to the students on-site. 
Participants
The inclusion criteria for participation in the study were: (a) CHS graduates or graduating seniors, (b) current or prior participation in the OTTP, and (c) attendance at or a plan to attend a PSE institution. The OTTP staff recommended students who would be most likely to participate as interview subjects. The recruited students were contacted by the principal investigator (PI) to participate in the interview. Of the 22 potential participants scheduled for interview, eight CHS senior students and five college students participated in the interview.
The study participants were 17 to 22 years of age (mean 18.7). Five were females and eight were males. The participant ethnicity was Black (n = 8), Asian (n = 2), Hispanic (n = 2), and White (n = 1). Two of the participants had spent time in juvenile hall; seven of the participants lived with a single parent, a sister, or an aunt; and one of the participants lived in a group home. Five of the participants had special education status with an
Individual Education Plan at the CHS. Among the college students, four were attending a community college and one was attending a private university.
Data Collection
The participants 
Data Analysis
The interviews were transcribed verbatim.
The PI used the qualitative data analysis approach described by Brinkman (2013) and Gibbs (2007) to code the transcribed interviews. The transcriptions were read repeatedly to identify emergent themes. The data were then further analyzed to focus on the participants' perceived opportunities for and barriers to the pursuit of PSE. The final theme development approach is inductive and nomothetic by coding repeated patterns and identifying the commonalities and differences of behaviors, concepts, and experiences of the two student groups (Brinkmann, 2013; Gibbs, 2007) . Quotations are attributed to senior students and college students only by category in order to maintain confidentiality. The female university student who planned to become a physician stood out as the only participant who articulated a thought out PSE plan. She was taking pre-medical school classes and seemed conversant with the application process and the requirements of medical school.
Results

Four
The community college students identified their career goals but were unable to describe how to achieve them. One community college student who stated an interest in accounting commented:
"I think I need to get a bachelor's degree or something like that, of either science or something like that, so I can actually get into accounting as a job."
A community college student who was employed part-time in a social service office and planned to become a social worker was not sure of the academic major that she needed to pursue when transferring to a four-year college. When asked about how she would prepare herself for the career as a social worker, she commented:
Well, you know, I guess I'll be Both the senior students and the college students expressed hope for a better future through PSE, but most had not thoroughly thought out how to achieve their occupational and educational goals.
Success in PSE
The senior students expressed confidence in their abilities to be successful in PSE. They especially appealing to the senior students who described looking forward to being emancipated from the restrictive mandate of high school. The senior students suggested that they would be more motivated to study subjects that are self-chosen and which interest them. Moreover, the senior students indicated that since they have to pay for their PSE, they will regard the education as more valuable and will be more motivated to work hard in order to succeed.
One senior student described his beliefs about going to college: "It's up to you to make the choices. Like they ain't going to force you to come…or if they tell you to get a book, you have to buy it for yourself, you know." Another senior student acknowledged the autonomy associated with attending PSE and the importance of taking responsibility for learning: "Going to college is your own thing. You could leave when you want to or do the work if you want to, and when you need help you gotta go talk to the professor, and that's the only way you're going to get help on your projects and everything."
The senior students recognized the prior academic failings that had lead them to the CHS and acknowledged that more effort would be required of them in order to succeed in college.
They also expressed motivation, hope, and confidence that they would be more willing to work hard in PSE. One senior student there."
The college students described the college classes as equally difficult or more difficult than high school courses but reported increased autonomy. They had begun and experienced higher education, and they recognized the demands and the relevance of PSE, which requires serious efforts from them. One college student commented:
Even though I don't like English… I have to take English and I wanted to take it so I'd learn how to write essays. Because you got to write a lot of stuff down in life, so people can always ask you to write like a little theory or a thesis or something.
Another college student commented: "You have to go the extra mile… because no one's going to do your work in college. You have to be really disciplined and do everything."
History of School Disengagement Leading to Potential Failure
The participants clearly understood that the objective of PSE is to pursue a successful career, and that PSE success requires hard work.
However, these students also identified potential barriers to college success. A majority of the participants acknowledged financial limitations as one barrier, but that did not deter them from pursuing PSE. The participants identified available resources, such as financial aid and other college assistance programs. According to the senior students, their high school teachers and counselors had been telling them that if they wanted to attend PSE, there is money available to pay for their education.
All of the participants appeared confident in their financial resources and their academic ability to achieve eventual college success.
However, these participants also described their comes to science and all this other stuff, I just don't even bother going." Another college student described his distaste for high school:
I didn't like being in high school, and I didn't like that setting. I just didn't like being there and just wanted to get out… it didn't even really matter to me, you know, having the high school experience. I thought I would just make it up in college.
Taking Responsibility
The participants took responsibility for their self-identified negative behaviors. Many of the participants, both senior students and college students, acknowledged the support and positive contributions from their families, friends, teachers, and the OTTP staff in their academic experiences.
Neither the senior students nor the college students identified any factors other than their own behaviors that could have contributed to their academic challenges. One senior student summed 
Discussion
Despite prior academic difficulties, the participants aspired to PSE, a common trend among students transitioning to adulthood (Bates & Anderson, 2014; Grubb & Lazerson, 2004) .
From a more practical perspective, few of the senior students knew how to find appropriate educational opportunities or had considered how to achieve their career goals. Both the senior students and the college students were vague about what it takes to achieve their career goals.
Many of the senior students had not earned sufficient academic credits for high school graduation or taken the steps necessary to pursue PSE. Even the college students were mostly lost as how to navigate their career paths and unsure of the next step in the PSE process, even though they had been enrolled in a college with an identified career goal. Without adequate knowledge of the higher education process and career entry requirements, students are often unable to construct realistic plans to pursue their goals (Schneider & Stevenson, 1999) . Moreover, the participants were not aware of this lack of knowledge and therefore failed to recognize it as a barrier to PSE success. The senior students considered limited financial resources as the primary obstacle to PSE, but believed this obstacle could be overcome via student loans and financial aid.
The majority of the participants described Demographic factors that are often associated with truancy are low socioeconomic status, a single parent household, special education status, and belonging to an ethnic or racial minority (Barry, Chaney, & Chaney, 2011; Henry, 2007; Teasley, 2004; Zhang, Katsiyannis, Barrett, & Willson, 2007) . Students who are truant also often exhibit risk behaviors, such as substance abuse, school disconnection, sexual activity, and violence (Barry et al., 2011; Guttmacher, Weitzman, Kapadia, & Weinberg, 2002) . These risk behaviors were not reported in the interviews but deserve further investigation.
The participants in the study were fearful that truancy could ultimately defeat their longterm goals of pursuing a successful PSE. Truancy has been found to be the leading cause of high school drop out and academic failure (Black, Seder, & Kekahio, 2014) . It is likely that the CHS students' history of poor school attendance contributed to their low academic standings.
Moreover, chronic truancy also carries the financial impact of reduced job prospects, lower salaries, and higher unemployment (Black et al., 2014) .
Occupational Therapy Applications
OT can play a unique and effective role in assisting CHS students transitioning from secondary education to pursue PSE. The current literature indicates a limited use of OT in supporting high school students with special needs transitioning to adulthood (Mankey, 2011);  therefore, a more vigorous advocacy of OT services for this student population may be necessary. By assisting CHS students to succeed in their pursuit of PSE, occupational therapists may consider the two major obstacles that are identified in this study: a lack of knowledge about the PSE process and the potential for truancyrelated academic failure.
Students who have realistic goals and plans to pursue a PSE will more likely achieve success in PSE and in career acquisition (Schneider & Stevenson, 1999 Having a clear knowledge of self and the path to achieve desired goals often improves the chances for success (Leondari & Gonida, 2008; Schneider & Stevenson, 1999 ). The concept of "possible selves" may promote the participants' self-awareness leading to generating realistic and achievable goals and subsequent outcomes (Markus & Nurius, 1986) . Possible selves are defined as a representation of self derived from a person's past experiences projecting to his or her future possibilities. The possible selves consist of a set of hoped for, expected, and feared future selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986) . Applying this concept to the study, the participants hoped for a career path through the pursuit of PSE. They were confident and expected to navigate successfully through the educational system in order to reach that eventual goal. However, they expressed fear of potential failure in the future due to their past truant behavior, which may persist in PSE. Leondari and Gonida (2008) found in their study that high school students overwhelmingly regarded attaining a career as their hoped-for self, and that the most reported feared self pertained to personal states and characteristics, such as drug user and being unhappy, consistent with the expressed sentiments of this study's participants.
More recent studies also found that students who were knowledgeable of their possible selves with a clear self-concept and identity were more future oriented and academically engaged (Erikson, 2007; Landau, Oyserman, Keefer, & Smith, 2014 (Schneider & Stevenson, 1999; Sussman et al., 2004) . In addition, CHS students can be guided to explore and access community resources that would support and pave their way to PSE, such as vocational counseling and volunteer opportunities (Hynes et al., 2010) .
Occupational therapists guiding students in setting achievable personal goals, especially career and educational goals, and mapping out pathways with small incremental milestones to goal achievement may provide the students with a realistic sense of purpose, which could mitigate factors leading to truant behaviors-the feared future self. Realistic goal-setting that leads to specific planned behaviors has been found to be effective in achieving intended goals and outcomes (Bates & Anderson, 2014; Dishman et al., 2006) . Having hope for the future may affect a student's desire to expend effort to attain future goals and increase the chances of the student reaching these goals (Levi, Einav, Ziv, Raskind, & Margalit, 2014; McCoy & Bowen, 2015) . Further efforts to determine the factors underlying student truancy may be necessary to assure effective interventions. 
Limitations and Implications for
